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Law School Report
Unique among the 95 lawschools that took part in amassive national survey of
the law student experience, SUNY Buf-
falo Law School is using the results to
strengthen its sense of community and
make changes that yield great benefits
for students’ everyday lives.
2011 was the second year in which
Buffalo took part in the Law School
Survey of Student Engagement
(LSSSE), which surveyed more than
33,000 students nationwide about all
sorts of things: how students spend
their time; their relationships with
peers, faculty and staff members; their
sense of their school’s emphasis and
how effectively they’ve learned; and de-
mographic information. 
“What’s unique in our use of this in-
formation is the extent to which we are
engaging the whole community, partic-
ularly the students,” says James R. New-
ton, vice dean for administration, who
co-chairs the Law School’s LSSSE Com-
mittee with Clinical Professor Suzanne
E. Tomkins.
Indeed, SUNY Buffalo was high-
lighted in the annual report produced
by the survey’s sponsoring organiza-
tion, the Indiana University Center for
Postsecondary Research. Under the title
“Creating a Shared Vision,” the report
detailed how Buffalo’s LSSSE Commit-
tee “identified several themes on which
to focus their work by drawing from
LSSSE data and other sources of infor-
mation in the school. These themes
were then discussed with students, fac-
ulty and staff in various settings, includ-
ing all-school public forums and small
dinners at faculty homes; in this way,
the committee was able to foster a
meaningful dialogue among different
segments of Buffalo’s community. …
This method of using LSSSE data helps
schools establish a culture of trans-
parency and shared vision.” 
“The incentive is that there’s a feed-
back loop,” Tomkins says. “The ques-
tions are written in a fairly general way.
For us as a committee, it’s important to
drill down and find out what’s behind
the answers. If we identify a trend in the
data, we need to ask students, what does
this mean to you? It helps us keep a fin-
ger on the pulse of what’s going on in
students’ lives.”
The committee, which includes fac-
ulty, administrators and students, spon-
sored two school-wide forums in Feb-
ruary, open to all students, faculty and
staff, to present results from the survey
and to strategize about how to improve
the law school experience.
Third-year student Frank Ewing, a
member of the LSSSE Committee as
well as president of the Student Bar As-
sociation, noted that they were working
with only two years of data, but even so,
he said, “You can already see some
trends. We just pore through the data
and make sense of what are we doing
well, what are we doing not so well, and
where are we on a par with other law
schools.”
For example, he said, the 2010 sur-
vey surfaced the general opinion that
Law School administrators were send-
ing too much e-mail to student inbox-
es. The solution was instituting a new
Student Information Portal. “Now,”
Ewing says, “instead of receiving all
these e-mails, there’s a one-stop shop
where everything gets uploaded. That
has made communication flow a lot
easier.” 
Similarly, students expressed resent-
ment that too many undergraduates
were using the Charles B. Sears Law Li-
brary, crowding law students out of
needed resources. In response, the Law
School added new seating with access
restricted to law students, and dedicat-
ed computers and printers for law stu-
dents’ use. “These are very small things,”
Ewing says, “but they make a big differ-
ence in the Law School experience.”
And in response to students’ ex-
pressed wish to interact more with
Dean Makau W. Mutua, the popular
Pizza With the Dean event was initiat-
ed. 
“We have an administration that is
extremely open-minded and also open
to their students’ feedback,” Ewing says.
“The message is, We’re here for the stu-
dents and we actually care.”
And the process continues: The Law
School will participate in the 2012 itera-
tion of the nationwide survey as well.
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